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MYy Per spective on the Foster Care Review Board

Hon. Faye M. Harrison, Presiding Judge, 10th Circuit Court,
Family Division, Saginaw

Severa yearsago, onaday when| wasburiedin paperwork, | received
anaticethat Saginaw County had been sdlected to have aFoster Care
Review Board. Boardsdidn't exist statewideat that point, and my first
thought was, “Oh, great! Another thingto do.” | shook handswith the
program managersfrom Lansing whenthey cametovisit, but my heart
wasn't in it. There were too many things in the system | was aready
trying hard to get ahandle on. Little did | know then that the Review
Board would help me grasp that handle-and even help me cope with
some of the systemic problems this county had.

After the first Review Board members were selected in Saginaw, |
agreed to meet them for lunch. | was quickly deep in conversation
with knowledgeable, very human people who understood the court
process and wanted to make it work better for the protection of
children. They didn’t want to take over, get in the way, or bash the
system. They wanted to HEL P, and seemed to be people who might
dojust that. | agreed to meet them again and talk about issues. Those
initial meetings led to regularly scheduled discussions over the

years. And | now have amarked respect for the Foster Care Review
Board and thevolunteerswho servethere. What isnow referred to as
“my” board, rather than “the’ board, has become an important
source of information for the court and the attorneys who represent
children. Thingssurfaceat review board sessionsthat don’t come out
during the more forma court hearings. This is valuable on
individual cases. Even more important, the board identifies barriers
that are systemic. The Saginaw board told me about a problem with
post-termination cases which was delaying adoptions. With some
work, the court and FIA have made improvements which get
children into adoptive placement more expeditioudy. | don't want
toimply that it isdl roses. Board members sometimes (very gently,
blessthem) point out thingsmy refereesand | needto change. That is
not always easy to hear, but it isnecessary and (usudly) appreciated.

“My” Foster Care Review Board isnow awelcome partner in the
effort to protect Saginaw’s children. When | attended the state
Foster Care Review Board conference two years ago, | found that
Michigan has many exceptional FCRB members. Thanks for
being the caring and capable people you are. We need you.

Annual Training— November 1-2, 2001: Mark Your Calendars!

by Jim Novell, Program Representative

The Foster Care Review Board Program will hold its first ever
“Legidative Day” in Lansing on Thursday, November 1<t at the
Radisson Hotel one block from the Capitol. This will be the first
day of our Annual Training this year. In the morning and early
afternoon, board members will attend previously scheduled
meetings with individual legidators. This will be followed by an
Open House for al board members and legidators. On Friday
November 2nd therewill be apanel of legislators and/or aideswho
will talk about the legid ative process and answer questions on how
we can more effectively inform them about theissueswhichimpact
the care of children and families in the foster care system. Our
overall Program objective this year isto equip and energize board
members to be effective advocates for children with their elected
officials, aswell asto educate officialsregarding the purpose of the
Program and how they can utilizelocal boardsto better understand
the needs of foster children, their families, and the system which
serves them. In May 2001 each Board began its preparations to
meet legidators which will be finalized on October review days.

This year the Annual Training Recognition dinner will be held
on Thursday evening. The Honorable Donald S. Owens,

Michigan Court of Appeals, will be the opening speaker. Judge
Owenswas aformer juvenile court judge in Ingham County who
worked with his foster care review board for many years. U.S.
Senator Debbie Stabenow has been invited to be our Keynote
Speaker. In the early 1980s, then State Representative Stabenow
was a sponsor of theinitial foster care review board legislation.

Thisyear’ straining should be an exciting one, one that will help
lay the groundwork for the Foster Care Review Board Program to
be amore active and effective advocate for foster children and the
system that servesthem. The training will end at noon on Friday.
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“Kinship Care”

by Brenda Baker, Program Representative

From April 9-14, 2001, I attended the National Association
of Black Social Workers Annual Conference held this year in
Charlotte, North Carolina. The primary focus of this year’s
conference was “Kinship Care.” A number of states,
including Michigan, continue to look at ways to provide
ongoing support for children who are placed with relatives.
As we know, historically, most efforts have been targeted at
foster families, not relative care givers.

“Kinship care is the full-time nurturing and protection of
children, who are at risk and/or have been removed from
their parents, by protective services, relatives, members of
their tribe or clans, godparents, stepparents, or other
adults who have an established kinship bond with the
child’s family system.” (CWLA, 1994)

Kinship care is a growing phenomenon across the country and
presents many challenging practice and service delivery issues.
It was noted at the conference that relatives caring for their
own extended family is not a new phenomenon in the African-
American community. Informal adoption, or “child keeping,”
has been an integral part of the African-American community
since the days of slavery. Willingness to share resources and
responsibility in parenting roles is one of the many strengths of
African-American families. The use of kinship care hasbeen in
part a response to a lack of available foster homes, and in part

From the Program Manager ...

How do boards make the most of their Findings and
Recommendations?

That’ sthe question that volunteers have been asking. That is, how
do we assure that after we've read case material, met and
interviewed interested parties, and sent Findings and Recommen-
dationsto the judge, agency, and other interested parties....how do
we know that the judge reads the report, the agency reads the
report, and the other interested parties read the report?

On occasion, board volunteers do learn the reports have been
read because they receive follow up letters or phone calls.
Sometimes responses are critical of the reports; sometimes they
are complimentary.

But aside from the few written or oral responses, volunteers want
to know that the time they spend reading voluminous case
materials, interviewing parties in often emotionally fraught
atmospheres, and tedioudy crafting good findings and
recommendations, istruly utilized by the partiesinvolved. These
are the concerns that triggered a recent investigation by the
Program ad hoc L egislative Committee.

The Committee began its probe by reviewing arecently amended
Arizona law, which seems to address our concern. The Arizona
law states:
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an effort to respect children’s culture and family bonds.
African-American families are embedded in a complex kinship
care network of blood-related and non-blood kin. Kinship care
isa natural response to a national problem for children in out-
of-home care.

Although kinship care has become an increasingly used and
favored option for children in need of placement, it was
noted that many workers do not understand how to assess
extended families as an alternative to regular foster care
homes, nor do they always know how to provide support to
these families. Workers may also have difficulty working
with kinship homes for the purpose of permanency planning.
Historically, children have remained in relative placements
without a permanency plan or legal status change, unlike
children in non-related foster homes.

It was suggested that kinship care may be the best form of
family preservation in the African-American community. The
family is the best resource for information on family strengths/
resources, and exchange patterns, as well as clarification of
individual roles and relationships within the extended kinship
network. The National Association of Black Social Workers
continues to be committed to reviewing and having some
impact on legislation, policy (federal & state), financial
support and services related to kinship care.

The Court and the Division [Arizona Child Welfare Agency]
shall review alocal foster care review board’ s findings and
recommendations at the next scheduled dependency review
hearing and the court shall addressthe board’ srecommenda-
tions on the record.
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Although the Arizona amendment goes on to require many more
contributions by review boards, the Michigan ad hoc Committee
specifically focused on the court/agency’s use of the report.

After reviewing the Arizonaamendment, the Michigan Program ad
hoc Legidative Committee developed recommendations to the
Program Advisory Committee which were presented for discussion
at the April 27, 2001 meeting. There was much debate by board
representatives, judges, administrators, and others. While most
acknowledged the importance of good findings and recommenda-
tions, there was a concern that “mandating” yet another court/
agency response was not the best way to go. After al, during the
past severa years, courts and agencies have been inundated with
new laws, rules, and polices, and not aways the resources to
implement them.

Y et, from another perspective, an amendment to require that
courts/agencies “acknowledge,” “read,” “look at,” or “read
and consider” board findings and recommendations does not
mandate further action on the part of the court/agency. Not that
it would specifically prevent further action if deemed
appropriate. But requiring a court/agency to “read and
consider” board findings and recommendations does not order
the court/agency to do anything. It would, however, convey to
board volunteersthat their effortsarenot in vain. That thetime
and energy they’ve spent holding a review and forwarding a
report is at least being considered by those in decision-making
positions.

In fact, most boards already meet with their local judges and
agenciesroutinely. They shareissues and concernsthat surface at
reviews. And they often find listening ears in judges,
administrators, and child welfare practitionerswho are very much
interested in feedback. In fact, at court hearings, some judges
already review board recommendations, ask follow-up questions,

and sometimes even write orders to address needed services. In
fact, agencies sometimes specifically address in their next
updated service plans issues raised at the last foster care review
board meeting.

So, one might ask, if courts and agencies are already
acknowledging, reading, and considering recommendations from
foster care review boards, why do we need to amend the law?

Foster care review board volunteers believe there needs to be a
standard, statewide use of findings and recommendations. They
believe that every court and/or agency needs to minimally read
reports from the foster care review board. Citizen volunteers
believe they serve on boards not to oversee the court’ skids or the
agency’ s kids, but the community’skids. Volunteers dedicate 10
to 15 hours each month reading cases, interviewing parties, and
contributing to meaningful reports that are sent to judges and
agencies. They need to know their reports are read and
considered.

Board chairpersons routinely begin each review with the
statement: “We are not acourt of law. We have no power to make
orders. We do have the authority to make advisory
recommendations to the Court, Family Independence Agency, or
private child placement agencies. The final decision in al cases
remains with the Court.”

There is no question by those attending foster care review board
hearings as to where the authority lies. However, volunteers do
have the best interests of their community’ s children at heart, and
for this they deserve not only appreciation, but recognition.

Foster care review boards serve courts, agencies, and children.
They do not manage them.

Thomas A. Kissling

Taking Advantage of the Role of the FCRB

by Linda Glover, CIP Manager, SCAO

Embracing, rather than resisting, therole of the Foster Care Review
Board (FCRB) could help provide relief from cyclic eventsin the
child welfare system where crisis is followed by the reactionary
formation of yet another task force, whichisfollowed by morepolicy
and legidation. It is usudly citizen voices raised in a chorus of
outrage over atragedy involving a child which prompts attempts at
reform by committee. Foster care review board members represent
the citizen voice. Regularly listening and responding to them is an
option to the escalation of community frustration with the status quo
and subsequent over correction by policy makers.

It may bethat all the facts are not available to the Review Board,
but attacks on its credibility is sometimes an attempt at
defending a flawed status quo. Challenging the FCRB
conclusions can consume more time than finding away to solve
systemic problems.

By way of example is a case reviewed by aloca FCRB where
young children who had been moved over eight times were
diagnosed with “reactionary attachment disorders.” The agency
seemed unable to stabilize the placements and the behavior of
the children was the key barrier to permanency. Solutions
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presented by the agency, to which the Board objected, included
weekly therapy sessions in the agency’s office which were
perceived as very un-helpful by the current foster parents. The
foster parents were pleading for in-home help managing the
children’ s extremely aggressive behavior, and assistance dealing
with the schools who were relying on the foster parentsfor nearly
daily behavior management interventions with the children. The
FCRB supported their requests and challenged the agency to step
outside of the box and provide services which would prevent
another move. A great deal of agency administrative time was
subsequently spent on disputing the foster care review board
findings and justifying past actions. Time may have been better
utilized in seeking innovative ways to support the placements.

A problem solving approach can involve the citizensin solutions to
both loca and state child welfare problems. Most boards welcome
the opportunity to speak out on behalf of the court, the agencies and
the families. For example, if additiona funds for attorney
representation are needed, the citizen reviewers can be challenged to
present their concerns and observations to the loca funding unit.
Being non-defensivein theface of criticismisdifficult, but canresult
in an honest look at the issues and the development of solutions.
Inviting the community through the foster care review board to
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participateinthechildwelfareprocesswill establishrelationshipsthat
may protect the courts, the Family Independence Agency and private
foster care agenciesfrom the unleashing of community frustrationin
the media, and in the hdls of the legidature.

Reviewers are urged to regularly meet with the courts, the local
agencies and other child welfare system partners. If a court for
examplewantsto devel op or expand thereviewers' understanding
of how the system works, they might consider inviting the
volunteersto spend timein court observing hearings. Partnerships

between thelocal board, the court, and the child welfare agencies
will make the child welfare system stronger. The reviewers are
often active community members who vote, pay taxes and
contribute volunteer hours to community initiatives. Their
recommendations can be a barometer of how the larger
community perceives the child welfare system. The recommen-
dations of the FCRB are advisory only, but therole of the citizen
reviewers hasthe potential for real impact, if they are approached
collaboratively.

Expansion - Northern Michigan Style (Say Yato da UP!!

by Kevin C. Sherman, Program Representative

With the expansion of the Foster Care Review Board Program
statewide in 1998, many unique challenges had to be overcome
to review cases in the northern forty-eight (48) counties. These
counties were divided into five boards covering a geographical
or land distance of approximately 460 miles, if one could driveit
in a straight line. First challenge: there are no highways or
Interstates in Michigan that follow straight lines.

These five boards consist of one board with five counties, one
with eight, one with ten, one with twelve, and one with thirteen.
Of the five boards, one board has two review sites, three boards
have three review sites, and one board has four review sites. The
review sites were originally chosen based on population density
and circuit court jurisdictions. Each board draws reviews from
two to six counties in the review site. Second challenge: make
sure board members and staff have the same schedule so that
everybody arrives at the same site on the same date. (One rumor
hasit that aboard member who failed to show for reviewsfor three
consecutive months was subsequently dismissed from the board
when found alive in Wisconsin; not true!)

As you can imagine, based on the miles covered by each board
and the number of review sites, some northern board members
travel the night prior to the review. Moreroutinely, however, itis
an hour to an hour and a half to get to review sites from homes.

Several board membersliveinthe Central TimeZone, soweoften
speak in terms of Eastern Time Zone meeting times. Third
challenge: when one forgetsto specify the time zone, how do you
correct the problem expeditiously?

However, the biggest challenge to northern boardsistheir ability
to be advocatesfor childreninfoster care and their ability to meet
with Family Division Judges, FIA and private agency staff,
service providers, and foster parent groups. Unfortunately, these
meetings are often limited to those who arewilling to travel to the
review site. Thisyear at the May In Servicetrainings, several new
strategies were suggested in an attempt to meet with as many of
these individuals as possible, at their location, while still holding
enough citizen reviews each month to ensure a truly
representative sample.

Taking all of the above issues into consideration, another new
challenge recently arose when two foster parent appeals came in
on the same day in two opposite sides of the region. Hopefully,
thiswill not happen too often in the future. It should be noted that
along with each of these challenges there have been many
positive benefits. Anybody who travels in northern Michigan in
the fall when Michigan’'s natural beauty is at its best knows of
what | speak. Also, holding reviews at the Superior Dome in
Marquette or the St. Ignace site overlooking the Mackinaw
Bridge arewonderful. And we haveyet to pay for parkinginthree
and a half years! Now looking for your car in February in Bruce
Crossings after it has snowed all day isawhole different story ...

But the best benefit: community volunteers looking out for
community kids.
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-
FCRBProgramWebPage www.supremecourt.state.mius/fcrb.htm
Email:ferb@jud.state.mi.us.

StateofMichiganWebPage www.state.mi.us
ReferenceanyStateofMichiganAgency.

KeepingKidsAlive, Chid DeathReviewTeams
www.keepingkidsalive.org Email: cdr@mphi.org

Chid Abuse PreventionNetwork  chid-abuse.com

FamiytoFamilyToolsforRebuilding FosterCare,
The AnnieE. CaseyFoundation www.aecf.org

ChidWelfare League of America-CWLA  www.cwia.org

Michigan’sChidren  www.michiganchildrens.org

MichiganFamiylndependenceAgency www.miiastate.mi.us
FosterCareManual www.miisaustate.mi.us/oimweb/ex/cff/cff pdf

MichiganFosterand Adoptive ParentAssociation www.mfapa.org

MichiganLegilature WebPage www.michiganlegislature.org
LocateyourStaterepresentatives,senators, pendinglegidation, etc.

E-MagazineforChidren’sAdvocates www.chidadvocacy.com

SearchingforFamiies, Fighting for Children
E-mail: Kschuler@lcfsmi.org

ChidWelfareLicensing
www.ck state. mius/brs/owl/cpa/fostercerthtm
Bureau ofRegulatory Services, Division of Child WelfareLicensing.

MichiganAdoptionResourceExchange www.mare.org

NationalOrganizationonFetal AlcoholSyndrome  www.nofas.org

OfficeaftheChidren’sOmbudsman
wwwilatemius/dmia/ombuciman

NationalFoundationtoPreventChidSexual Abuse,
www.chicsexualabuse.org

MichiganSupreme Court,PublicProgramPage
wwwisupremecourtstate. mius/programshtm

International Child Abuse Network  www.yesican.org

MichiganFederationofPrivate ChidandFamiyAgencies
E-mail:lansng@michfed.org
WebPage www.michfed.org/index2.html

FamilyPreservationand Chid Welfare Network,
wwwifamiypreservation.com

The Children’sBureauofthe Administrationon Chidren, Youthand
Famiies,adivisonofthe US. DepartmentofHealthandHumanServices

www.acfdhhsgov/programs/ch

Welcome to New Volunteers

Barry County Ingham County
Joseph Diaz Cletonya LaGrand
Charlevoix County Jeanie Owens
ChrisFrasz David Underwood
Chippewa County Nettie Wood
Kaye Leazier Jackson County
Clinton County Edwina Divins
Deborah Fair Bradford Snyder
Ronald McComb Kent County
Emmet County ErikaBolig
Shannon Brower Cynthia Lowe
Genesee County L ake County
Archie Bailey Barry Campbell
Shawn Bryson Macomb County
Melvin Tormey Douglas Render
Hillsdale County Marquette County
Martha Crow Raymond Gregory
Kim Wing

Muskegon County Michael Eberth
Willie Mae Gillespie James Emerson
Edward Holovka Remberto Gomez-Baez
Jeffery Melton Michael Griffin
Jacquelin Robinson Clarice Harris-Fort
Oceana County Jonas Hill
Valerie Rabe Darryl Hunter
Roscommon County Pamela Jones
Kathryn Bangs Angelita Martinez
Saginaw County Peggy Noble
Catherine Aldridge Booker Sawyer
Sanilac County Mary Beth Tamasiunas
Avery Kaplan Wexford County
Pamela Anderson
Wayne County Thomas Beaudrie
Brooke Adams
Madeline Bartolotta
Willie Cambell
Rhonda Curry
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